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Summary
Hand eczema or hand dermatitis is a well-known problem in occupations with regular
exposure to water and irritating agents ("wet work"). It is experienced frequently
by nurses, hairdressers, housewives, food handlers and metal workers. Although
hand dermatitis is a relatively infrequent cause of sick leave and medical care is
sought by only a proportion of the cases, the symptoms are mostly perceived as
troublesome in daily occupational and social life. Moreover, once these symptoms
have given rise to a period of sick leave, this period tends to be relatively long.
The objectives of this thesis were (1) to assess the prevalence and incidence of
hand dermatitis in different occupational groups, using a standardized method for
case ascertainment and (2) to investigate the role of endogenous risk factors in the
development of hand dermatitis.
Estimates of the prevalence of hand dermatitis in the general population vary between
2 and,l0%. In most studies, the prevalence among women was twice as high as
among men, which is assumed to reflect a higher exposure among women to wet
work in household activities. The prevalence figures in different occupational groups
are mostly higher than in the general population and may be as high as 30-40%
in occupational groups with heavy exposure. However, no quantitative comparison
of prevalence figures can be made due to substantial differences in the methods
for case ascertainment. Within the framework of this thesis, a standardized
questionnaire was developed and evaluated in a population of 109 nurses (Chapter
4). The questionnaire-based diagnosis of hand dermatitis was compared with a
diagnosis made by a dermatologist. The results demonstrated that the questionnaire
was highly sensitive in detecting cases of hand dermatitis, but the symptoms were
mild in the majority of the cases. Less than l% of the cases consisted of individuals
with other skin disorders. The questionnaire may therefore be an efficient'method
for case ascerlainment in relatively large study populations if subsequent examination
of the hands is performed in individuals with a positive questionnaire-based diagnosis
of hand dermatitis. Without subsequent dermatological evaluation, the questionnaire
will provide a prevalence figure that includes a large proportion of mild cases.
However, since the definition of hand dermatitis is based on objective criteria that
are unknown to the responders, it can be used as a standardized method to compare




The prevalence of hand dermatitis in different occupational groups was estimated
by administering the standardized questionnaire in a series of surveys among workers
of a chemical company, a municipal electricity company, municipal public works,
nurses and surgical assistants (Chapter 5). A survey in a sample of the general
population was performed to obtain a reference estimate of the prevalence. The
prevalence of hand dermatitis in the general population w as 5 .2% in men and I0 .6%
in women. The prevalence of hand dermatitis among the occupational groups ranged
from 2.9% in office workers to approximately 30% in nurses. The results
demonstrated that nurses (heavy exposure) as well as manual workers (low to moderate
exposure to irritants in combination with mechanical stress) have an elevated
prevalence of hand dermatitis in comparison with the general population, whereas
the prevalence in office workers (without occupational exposure) is comparable
to that of the general population.
Data on the incidence rate and induction time of hand dermatitis were not available
from the literature. To assist the planning of a prospective study on risk factors
for hand dermatitis, a retrospective cohort study was performed in nurses and office
employees to obtain a rough estimate of the incidence rate and induction time of
hand dermatitis in these occupational groups (Chapter 6). The study was performed
among 371 nurses and 111 off,rce employees who were newly employed by a university
hospital between January l, L987 and December 31, 1988. The incidence rate was
assessed retrospectively using the standardized questionnaire on hand dermatitis.
It was estimated that the overall incidence rate was 7.8 cases/100 person-years in
nurses and 1.2 cases/100 person-years in office employees. In nurses, 72To of the
cases occurred within the first 3 months of follow-up. In the interpretation of these
figures it should be taken into account hat the majority of the nurses had been working
as a nurse before start of employment by the University Hospital. To be eligible
for the study these nurses had to be free of hand dermatitis at the start of the study
and may thus represent a less susceptible group with a lower incidence rate. Therefore,
it was concluded that it was preferred to perform a prospective study among apprenti-
ces who are less likely to have been occupationally exposed before entering the
study.
Characteristics hown to be associated with hand eczema are atopic background




































<ers (low to moderate
s) have an elevated
population, whereas
,sure) is comparable
:is were not available
tudy on risk factors
I in nurses and office
td induction time of
tudy was performed
,loyed by a university
g incidence rate was
on hand dermatitis.
100 person-years in
nurses, 72% of the
erpretation of these
es had been working
rital. To be eligible







skin dryness. Over the last decade, several authors have suggested that baseline
pre-exposure transepidermal water loss (TEWL) could serve as an indicator of
individual susceptibility to the development of hand dermatitis.
Before undertaking a prospective study to investigate this hypothesis, the intra-
and inter-individual variability of TEWL was assessed under laboratory conditions
(Chapter 7). The study was performed in 30 healthy individuals. The intra-individual
coefficient of variation of TEWL measurements on 8 different sites on the forearm,
was 13 .5 Vo . The intra-individual coefficient of variation of TEWL in 15 measurements
over a period of 3 weeks was 15 . I Vo . The intra-individual coefficients of variation
were low compared to the inter-individual coefficients of variation. This suggested
that transepidermal water loss can be studied as a personal characteristic in epidemio-
logic studies on hand dermatitis.
The role of atopic constitution, contact sensitization, skin dryness and TEWL
in the development of hand dermatitis was investigated in a prospective study among
74 apprentice hairdressers and 111 apprentice nurses (Chapter 8). The average
incidenceratewas32.8/l00person-yearsinhairdressersand 14.5cases/100person-
years in nurses. The incidence rate of hand dermatitis was increased in apprentices,
particularly in hairdressers, with a dry skin. Also, apprentices with a history of
(atopic) mucosal symptoms, particularly nurses, had an increased risk of hand
dermatitis. The results of the study are inconclusive with respect to a potential
association between an elevated level of TEWL and the risk of hand dermatitis.
A larger study and a more precise assessment of the long-term average TEWL is
needed to clarify a possible relationship.
chapter 9 discusses the main findings of the different chapters and gives some
methodologicalconsiderations for future epidemiological studies on hand dermatitis.
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